In 1984, Oxfam America ititiated the Southern African Pilot
Learning Process to involve project members, themselves, in a search for some answers2
For two years, researchers from three southern African universities worked together with representatives of intermediary agencies and members of 14 grass roots projects in Zambia, Zimbabwe and Tanzania to evolve a participatory methodology.
They not only aimed to strengthen project members' capacity to discover the causes of the difficulties they confront. They sought, too, to create a participatory methodology which would empower the project members, themselves, to devise better strategies to attain self-reliant development.
This paper aims to:
*Outline the pilot Learning Process.
*Explain the three theoretical foundations on which it rests:
participation by project members; a problem-solving methodology;
2.
Other agencies that participated in the learning process included the Catholic Relief Services, the American Friends Service Committee, the Canadian Universities Service Organization, and the Community Development Trust Fund of Tanzania.
The Ford Foundation, as well as several individual donors, contributed generously to making the pilot learning process possible. Closing the Gap<New York: McGraw Hill Inter-national Book Co, 1981>; the arguments ar-e summar-ized in Chapter 1 above.
-4 - At the same time, the process should help further define the 7. The model may be easily adapted to consider the role of feedback in aid agenies by substituting them <and their internal staff structures> for the project members in the conversion process:
----------------------------------------------------------------
the input and feedback processes define the factors likely to influence their decisions; and the outputs constitute their transfer of particular resources to projects. concept of self-reliance and develop the theory explaining it.
Just as the collapse of a bridge raises questions not only about its plan and construction, but also the underylying theory of mechanics on which its design rested, so, by comparing the activity that theory predicts as a result of the transfer of aid with the actual consequences, evaluation research should test and help to improve, not only specific plans, but the underlying theory.
Thus, the pilot Learning Process sought to utilize an approach to evaluation which would contribute to empowering project-holders to attain self-reliant development. Second, by engaging in a systematic evaluation of the obstacles hindering their progress, the project members may acquire a better understanding of their own behavior as well as the constraints and resources within which they hope to attain their objectives.
In the process, they should learn to formulate more self-reliant strategies for the future. Examination of the seven categories of factors likely to influence project members' behavior in their efforts to attain project goals supports this proposition 10.
RULE: Like any law or norm, the project document typically prescribes the changed behavior required to achieve the stated goal: The members must work together in certain specified ways to sew uniforms, to plant, harvest and sell crops, etc. OPPORTUNITY: By transferring specified resources, aid aims to create the opportunity for the members to use 10. These categories are adapted from an analysis of the factors likely to influence a role occupants' behavior in response to new norms embodied in law.
The project members will probably not behave in appropriate ways to achieve the goals unless, through participation in an evaluation process, they consciously decide to adopt different values and attitudes.
These seven categories provide an agenda, or a checkl i st for evaluation research designed to explain the project members' 11. Unlike mainstream economic theory, which focuses on interest as the single most important influence affectting behavior, this approach includes interest along with six other categories. The governments of Tanzani~, Zambia and Zimbabwe have all initiated programs to help ensure that women have the opportunity to participate fully in development projects. seek ways to include them.
In sum, the pilot Learning Process aimed to enable project members to strengthen their capacity to plan and improve their own efforts to achieve self-reliance.
At the same time, the process sought to create a mechanism for channelling their findings to the private voluntary agency community to enable it to improve its contribution to their efforts13.
This analysis may help to explain, not only the disillusionment with outsiders' evaluations, but also why many projects fail to attain their goals. First, without the members' participation, evaluators can only with difficulty discover the causes of the difficulties encountered. Second, unless they participate, the members, themselves, may never understand the causes. Wtihout that knowledge, self-sustaining development becomes a will-o'-the-wisp.
As Mandani put it:
13. Cf. Sherry Arnstein, "Eight Rungs on the Ladder of Citizen Participation", in Edgar S.
Calne and Barry A. Passelt, eds., Citizens Participation:
Effecting Community Change <New York: Praeger, 1971>; and Robert K. Yin and Douglas Yates, Street-level Governments <Lexington, Mass: Lexington Books/D.C. Heath, 1975. pp. 26-27;  see Lisa Peattie, "Participation" in Developing Countries: A peruvian Case <Atlanta: unpublished paper presented at Collegiate Schools of Planning conference, Nov.
2,
1985> for criticism of the ladder concept as simplistic. <A>ny strategy that claims to be a solution must seek to revive the creativity and initiative of the people. Central to this must be educating people about the relations that make them disaster-prone. This education must be based on investigation, concrete and independent.
And it must lead to organization, both popular and around concrete issues14.
2.
A problem-solving methodology:
To achieve meaningful project member participation in the evaluation process requires an appropriate methodology that fosters learning through doing; that is, a methodology which empowers the project members, themselves, to take part in the process of examining the constraints and resources affecting their attainment of self-reliant development, thus strengthening their capacity to formulate more effective development strategies. For this purpose, the Southern African Pilot Project adopted a problem-solving approach . It is possible to distinguish three types of feedback: goal seeking or negative; goal-changing or learning; and consciousness and self-awareness feedback19. Analogizing to a navigator's use of a compass to check whether a ship is on course, in the first type, the compass tells the navigator she is off course so she shifts her rudder to return to it.
This negative feedback simply tells the decision-maker what action to take to return to the initial course.
In the second type, the navigator looks up from her compass to see that, following her charted course, she will collide with an iceberg, so she charts a new course, changing her goal, to get around it.
These two types of feedback characterize the likely consequences of the ends-means approach to evaluation for the aid Gradually, thus, the project holders themselves will improve their capacity to use their own resources to achieve self-reliant development.
To put it another way, they will learn, in the process, how to surmount the difficulty which led to the pilot project.
The pilot Learning Process, therefore, sought to adapt the five basic steps that comprise the problem-solving methodology to its proposed participatory process for evaluating aid. It aimed to engage the project holders together with donor and intermediary agency representatives to:
1. IDENTIFY THE PROBLEM: Define the nature and scope of the difficulties or problems that hinder project members' efforts to attain their goal.
The Learning Process involved the project holders, themselves, since, as the ones most affected, they know the most about the problems they confront. Involvement of the project members in this exercise will enable them to learn how in the future to analyze better the causes of their problems.
CONSIDER THE FULL RANGE OF EXPLANATIONS

TEST THE EXPLANATIONS AGAINST THE FACTS:
Involve the project members in gathering evidence to test which of the alternative possible explanation coincides most closely with the evidence as to the causes of the difficulties the project confronts.
Social science cannot "prove" the truth of a proposition, but it can determine which candidate explanation seems most consistent with the available evidence.
The formation of explanations as testable propositions simultaneously suggests which relevant facts project holders should gather to test them.
By emphasizing project holder understanding as critical to project success, ROCCIPI underscores the necessity of engaging project holders in gathering relevant information to evaluate the validity of the alternative explanations.
In the process, they will acquire more knowledge of the resources available to them, as well as the constraints likely to thwart their efforts.
4.
PROPOSE SOLUTIONS: Discovery of the explanation most consistent with the available data, helps to empower project members to devise better strategies for solving their problems.
It exposes the causes of the difficulties which they must address. Having participated in the first three steps, the members should have acquired the new understanding needed to devise more suitable strategies to overcome them.
MONITOR THE IMPLEMENTATION OF THE NEW STRATEGY:
Since the new or revised strategy will inevitably encounter new or further difficulties, the problem-solving approach emphasizes the necessity of institutionalizing an on-going participatory feedback mechanism.
Having taken part in the first phase, the members will have acquired the skills for this exercise.
In other words, participation in the problem-solving evaluation process will help to empower them to conduct an on-going evaluation of their next steps, a vital foundation for building self reliance.
In short, the problem-solving methodology provides an agenda for integrating on-going evaluation into the design of every grassroots project, each of which constitutes a part of the overall comple>:, contradictory process of development.
The problem-solving methodology provides all those engaged in transferring aid to grassroots projects with an opportunity to understand the factors hindering its role in empowering the rural population to achieve self-reliant development; and gives them concrete tools for improving its impact. In this sense, the methodology provides a systematic framework for involving all the actors in the transfer of aid in an on-going 'learning process ' 21. A brief review of ROCCIPI helps to explain why, without on-going participation by a facilitator skilled in a problem -solving methodology, a participatory evaluation will likely fail:
RULE: The pilot project proposed that those engaged generate statements of difficulties, explanations, and proposals for solution;
OPPORTUNITY:
The Learning Process provided the opportunity for implementing the project;
CAPACITY:
The problem-solving methodology requires the ability to formulate and test the full range of possible explanations of the causes of rural poverty and underdevelopment which aid aims to empower the project members to overcome.
The causes of problems affecting projects may exist at several levels: i> the lack of management capacity, with all the technical skills that aid may help to provide;
ii> factors hindering the democratic participation of all the project members in project decision-making; and iii> externally imposed constraints, ranging from government policies to the consequences of the international recession.
An understanding of the multiple causes of underdevelopment calls for a fairly high level of social science education denied to most rural dwellers around the world.
COMMUNICATION:
A workshop involving the project members would not suffice to communicate to them all the necessary understandings and skills required to produce meaningful explanations and proposals for solution; that would require an on-going, learning-by-doing kind of process throughout a prolonged period facilitated by someone capable of assisting them to tease the relevant explanations out of their complex environment. members, not to mention some project leaders, might not find it in their interest to explore all the relevant explanations.
It might turn out that their own negative role causes the difficulties.
To leave the evaluation process to those who may seek to utilize aid for their own ends in these circumstances would likely prove counterproductive23.
PROCESS:
Under the best of circumstances, bringing donor staff and project members together in a participatory process is difficult. Each has unconscious attitudes and patterns of behavior that may constitute blocks to effective participation.
Without an outside facilitator, these may remain as obstacles to implementation of a truly participatory process,
IDEOLOGY:
The attitudes and values of the project holders themselves, as well as donor and intermediary staff members, may thwart needed behavior changes to implement the proposed learning process.
For example, if project holders' traditional attitudes exclude women from participation in decision-making concerning a food crop project, that same bounded rationality may hinder them from recognizing their exclusion as a major cause of failure.
A sympathetic outside facilitator might help them to discover and perhaps overcome this constrain on their efforts.
Added together, these suggest compelling reasons for including a facilitator to assist project members to develop a participatory learning process.
Widespread criticism of aid agencies' employment of expatriate evaluators constitutes an important factor leading to 23. Brian Smith argues that trust is an important element in institutions and network building which thorough evaluations, especially by North Americans, can undermine <Smith, U.S. and Canadian Nonprofit Organizations, op.
cit.> the design of the pilot Learning Process.
In part, this criticism may reflect as much those evaluators' non-participatory style of evaluation as the fact that they were expatriates. In part, however, it reflects a two-fold concern: First, expatriate evaluators frequently lacked sufficient familiarity with the c ulture of the region. Second, exclusion of national researchers from the evaluation process denied them the opportunity to learn from, as well as contribute to, grassroots rural development. In other words, the participation of national researchers as Occasionally, they work through local development agencies with fairly close ties to government, as long as these share similar development perspectives.
Each of these intermediaries has its own priorities and methods of work. The model depicts the way the decision-makers behave in a particular institution or conversion process, using inputs, conversion and feedback processes produce a given range of outputs.
Continuous feedback should provide information influencing the decision-makers' behavior, suggesting how they may improve it to achieve the desired goals.
5.
Frances Korten examines several obstacles which participatory organization of community structures. On their return to their home countries, the researchers together with the intermediary staff members, arranged national workshops. These involved project representatives together with carefully-selected university students in analyzing how the participatory problem-solving methodology might best be used in the projects in each country.
The students, coming from the project areas, understood the language and the culture of the project members. In fact, in Tanzania, the participants conducted the workshop in Swahili. During the workshop, the students learned how to work together with the project members to gather evidence to assess candidate explanations as to the causes and possible solutions for the difficulties they confronted.
The students then went with the project representatives back to the projects during their long vacations <six to eight weeks>. Unless project members engage in formulating strategies appropriate for dealing with government officials, they may find themselves unable to gain access to resources necessary to increasing community self-reliance.
Unless community members participate in formulating the project design in terms of their own needs, donor agency rules and policies may foster increased, rather than decreased, project dependence on donor agency staff. *5.
Unless national and international agencies implement policies that strengthen national self-reliance, grassroots projects may find themselves vulnerable to external forces over which they have no control, but which foster chronic d i fficulties in obtaining essential inputs and marketing outputs. Viewed this way, the Learning Process constitutes more than an 29. The workshops debated but did not finally agree on whether it was preferable to organize women into projects separately from or as part of larger community projects involving both men and women. 
